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Anxiety and how to manage it

Anxiety is the state we experience when the body’s biological survival system is
activated but when there is no immediate danger. Although many modern-day
threats are not physically dangerous, our ancient survival system doesn’t know that.
Whatever the type of threat, our bodies can react as if our life was in danger.

Losing weight can trigger anxious feelings for a number of reasons:
•

Change in itself causes unease because it involves a step into the unknown.

•

Feeling hungry naturally produces some anxiety, depending on its intensity.
For some people this anxiety is triggered with very mild hunger.

•

Relying on internal signals of hunger and fullness can feel scary if you haven’t
done this before.

You are anxious if:
❖ You feel fearful and threatened in the absence of physical danger
❖ You have physical sensations such as shortness of breath, increased heart
rate, nausea, sweating and trembling
These physical sensations occur because the body enters a state of “fight or flight”
as a surge of adrenaline is released. The heart pumps harder and breathing gets
faster to supply the muscles with extra oxygen to run away or fight the threat. This is
exactly what is required if you are faced with a physical threat, but if you aren’t this
reaction is a false alarm.

There are several ways to calm down the physical sensations of this false alarm.
You only need one. Several are included here so you can discover which works best
for you.
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Breathing Techniques

One of the physical changes produced by the adrenaline surge is faster, shallower
breathing. Our breathing is of course usually automatic, but we can deliberately
change the depth and speed of the breaths we take which means that we can
change our breathing pattern back to the non-anxious one.

Focus on the breath coming in and out of your lungs. Put your left hand on
your chest and your right hand on your belly. When you are anxious your
breathing may be all where your left hand is, shallow and tight. Move the
centre of your breathing down towards your belly by making the in-breath a bit
slower and deeper. Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose while you
count to 5. Then release the breath gently and slowly through your mouth.
Notice that your breathing is now reaching deeper, where your right hand is
resting. Keep breathing like this until you feel the anxiety has gone.
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Progressive Muscular Relaxation

When we are anxious, our muscles tense up. People seem to hold this tension in a
particular part of their body. Some people hunch their shoulders, some their neck
and head muscles. Others clench their fists while some hold their chest or stomach
muscles tight. You may not even realise you are doing this until you start noticing it.
We have conscious as well as automatic control over our muscles, and can use this
to bring them back to a relaxed state. But it is often difficult to simply relax a tense
muscle. Instead to begin with, increase the tension in your muscles deliberately. This
is because when you tense a muscle on purpose and then release the tension you
have deliberately produced, this release “overshoots” the original tension level, so
you end up slightly less tense. When you repeat this a few times, your muscles
progressively become more relaxed.
The technique can be learned when you have time to do the following exercise
somewhere quiet and where you can relax sitting or lying down. Once you have
learned the technique, you can apply it in situations where anxiety is triggered by
tensing then relaxing just those muscles which tend to get most tense.
First, concentrate on the muscles in your hands and arms. Make fists with
both hands and tighten the muscles in your hands and arms as you breathe
in, and then release this tension as you breathe out, saying the word “relax” to
yourself silently as you do so. Repeat this twice. Next, move on to your
shoulders and neck.
Next, tighten the muscles in your neck and shoulders by pulling your
shoulders upwards and tipping your head back. Do this as you breathe in, and
then release this tension as you breathe out, saying the word “relax” silently to
yourself as you do so. Repeat this twice.
Next, move on to your abdomen. Tighten the muscles in your stomach area
as you breathe in, and then release this tension as you breathe out, saying
the word “relax” to yourself as you do so. Repeat this twice.
Finally, move on to your legs and feet. Tighten the muscles in your bottom,
legs and feet as you breathe in, and then release this tension as you breathe
out, saying the word “relax” to yourself as you do so. Repeat this twice.
As you develop this technique you may start to notice where in your body you
tend to hold most tension. You can then shorten this exercise to just tense
and relax that part of your body whenever and wherever you feel anxious and
tense, rather than going through the whole exercise.
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Bilateral Stimulation

Bilateral stimulation means alternate stimulation to left and right sides. This can be
through tapping on the left and right sides of your body alternately. Dr Francine
Shapiro discovered that bilateral stimulation of the body has the capacity to allow
adaptive processing of disturbing feelings including anxiety. There are two simple
versions of this:
a) The Butterfly Hug is described in Dr Shapiro’s book Getting Past Your Past
(Rodale 2013).
Cross your arms in front of you with your right hand on your left shoulder and
your left hand on your right shoulder. Then tap your hands alternately on each
shoulder a number of times while you notice the anxious feelings in your
body. As you notice the unpleasant feelings while simultaneously focusing on
the tapping sensations you may notice the anxiety decreasing.

b) Mark Grant, a Clinical Psychologist has produced an audio recording using
bilateral stimulation. It is available as an App called “Anxiety Release with
EMDR” which you can obtain via Dr Grant's website
www.overcomingpain.com
This is a series of short tracks to help reduce anxiety.
There are five tracks, including the Safe Place visualisation. In order to get
the helpful effect of the alternating tones (left-right-left etc) you need to listen
to the App through headphones.
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Energy Psychology
Energy psychology is the term given to a number of techniques which work on
disturbances in the body’s subtle energy systems. Discoveries by doctors and
clinical psychologists who had also trained in Chinese acupuncture led to the
development of therapies which combined eastern and western approaches and
which can have rapid results on physical feelings of anxiety.

1. Thought Field Therapy (TFT)
Developed by Dr Roger Callahan, TFT is a psychological “energy therapy” which
uses mild pressure on acupressure points on the body using light tapping to reduce
intensity of physical feelings.
Dr Callahan has published a number of specific tapping sequences for a range of
symptoms including anxiety. The points that can reduce anxiety are under the eye,
under the arm and below the collarbone. Details of what to do are in Dr Callahan’s
book Tapping the Healer Within (Piatkus 2013) and further details of TFT are at
www.rogercallahan.com

2. Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT)
EFT also uses tapping on acupressure points on the body. Developed by Gary
Craig, details are at www.emofree.com
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Visualisation

Visualisation can have a powerful effect on how we feel and can be used to reduce
feelings of anxiety.

1. Surfing Visualisation
For quite intense anxiety, the experience of the adrenaline surge can feel like
a sudden intense wave that overwhelms you. Many people find it useful to
think of the anxiety a bit like a wave on the sea.
Rather than being swept away by the wave, imagine that you are on a
surfboard or in a small boat. When a wave comes, your job is just to surf it.
Just hold on to the imaginary surfboard or boat and let the wave come and go.
Remember that it is just a wave and it will subside. Because part of what fuels
anxiety is a fear of anxiety, if you have a strategy for thinking about it which
makes it less frightening, you will be fuelling it less. With your surfboard or
boat, you will learn to ride the waves successfully. If you prefer, visualise the
wave of adrenaline as like being on the Big Dipper at a fairground.
As you do this you may find it helpful to remember “This is just anxiety. My
body has produced a surge of adrenaline, which is unpleasant but it’s not
dangerous. I am learning to deal with anxiety feelings and I will overcome this.
Right now I am surfing the wave and it will pass.”
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2. Calm Place Visualisation

This is the “Safe Place” technique developed by Dr Francine Shapiro for use
with EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing). It is
described in her book Getting Past Your Past (Rodale 2013). Here we are
using Dr Shapiro’s visualisation technique to access feelings of calm. You
cannot feel calm and anxious at the same time, so using your conscious mind
to access a calm image can help reduce the anxious feelings.
First, think of a place you associate with being calm. People often choose
somewhere they have been on holiday, or somewhere in nature. It could be
somewhere in your home if that is a calm place for you. It could be a favourite
cafe or on a favourite journey. If you cannot think of anywhere, do not
continue with this exercise but try other exercises in this booklet.
Bring this calm place to mind. Imagine yourself being there. Close your eyes if
this helps. Use your mind’s eye to look around and notice what you can see in
this place.
What time of day would you most like it to be?
What would you choose the weather to be like?
Take in the most pleasing and calming visual elements of this scene.
Notice what sounds there are, particularly sounds that are relaxing to you.
Notice what smells you associate with this place and really tune into these.
Finally, in this calm place, are you standing, sitting or lying down? Notice the
feel of whatever you are standing, sitting or lying on and feel the sensations of
your body against it. If you are sitting or lying down, allow your body to relax a
bit more and feel slightly heavier. Notice how relaxed you feel in this place. If
you are standing or walking, notice the ground beneath your feet and the
sensations of your feet on the ground. Notice how grounded and calm you
feel.
Bring this calm place to mind whenever you feel anxious
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3. Spiral Visualisation

This technique was developed by Francine Shapiro (Getting Past Your Past,
Rodale 2013)

In this technique, Dr Shapiro invites you to notice where you feel the anxiety
in your body.
She suggests that you pretend that this feeling is “energy” and then guides
you through a very simple exercise visualising the energy as a spiral moving
clockwise and counter-clockwise. Some people find this simple technique very
effective in reducing physical feelings of anxiety.
For further details please see Dr Shapiro’s book.
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Positive Self Talk

How we talk to ourselves silently in our heads has a significant bearing on how we
feel and how our bodies react. This is what Cognitive Therapy, a widely used and
well-researched form of psychological therapy, is based on. Using positive, realistic
ways of talking to yourself can significantly alter how you experience anxiety and can
significantly reduce it. “Realistic” is important here. Cognitive Therapy does not use
overly positive or unrealistic self-talk as it does not work.

A simple example would be, “This is a wave of anxiety. It is unpleasant but not
dangerous. I can ride the wave of anxiety or use breathing or tapping to reduce it.”
Or alternatively, “I’m feeling uncomfortable because I’m changing how I eat but the
discomfort will pass and as I learn to eat less I’ll lose weight and feel more in control
around food and eating”.
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